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The Quarterly Newsletter of The Association for Skeptical Enquiry


FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

A

t long last I have managed to persuade enough ASKE members to write in with their contributions to allow me to take a back seat (relatively speaking) in the production of this issue of the Adversaria. This has been made possible by the introduction of what I hope will be a regular feature, ‘Skeptics’ Corner (cf. ‘Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park, London).   
All spontaneous contributions are welcome but ASKE members will also, from time to time, receive an email from me inviting them to comment on some controversial issue of relevance to scepticism. In this issue the topic is ‘scientists and faith’. This has been prompted by a posting to ASKEnet by Max Blumberg, who raised what I consider to be issues that are very important to the relationship of scepticism and science.  

I have not contributed to this discussion but I would like to thank all ASKE members who have. I am sure readers will be impressed by the High quality of the debate. It hasn’t been practical to ask Max to provide any rejoinder for the present issue but I have invited him to do so for the Autumn edition if he so wishes. 

Barry Beyerstein

It is with great sadness that I learnt of the sudden death of Barry Beyerstein. Many ASKE members will be acquainted with Barry’s contributions to the scientific and sceptical literature (his articles appeared regularly in the Skeptical Inquirer and other esteemed journals) and may have heard him speak at European and international sceptical congresses - he gave a presentation at the 11th European Sceptics Congress in London in 2003.

Barry was Professor of Psychology at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia and a member of the Brain Behaviour Laboratory there. His research interests included brain mechanisms of perception and consciousness and the effects of drugs on the brain and mind. He had a critical interest in New Age claims, alternative medicine and questionable self-improvement techniques.

I met Barry on a number of occasions and, as a psychologist, I was aware of his work on the proliferation of ‘fast food’ psychotherapies. He was warm and gentle and had a great sense of humour. He was due to give a presentation at the European Skeptics Congress in Dublin in September. It won’t be the same without him.
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LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

here is just enough space to squeeze in a puzzle that was debated by logicians of antiquity. I apologise to readers who are already familiar with it.
The lawyer and his pupil

A lawyer arranges with his pupil that she need not pay him her tuition fee until she has qualified and won her first case. She qualifies, but a year passes and she has yet to receive any instructions. The lawyer therefore sues her for his fee. He is absolutely confident that she will have to pay him. Why? 

See page 12 for the answer.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ONE OF US

T

he Times column ‘Thunderer’ often expresses, in robust style, opinions and sentiments that most sceptics would find it hard not to applaud. And applause for being ‘One of Us’ is certainly due to Mr Stephen Pollard for his contribution in a February edition of the newspaper this year entitled ‘The Prince and the Unenviable Hat-Trick’. 

‘The Prince’ is Prince Charles, Prince of Wales and heir to the Throne. His ‘hat-trick’ in Mr Pollard’s words is that he manages to be ‘a loudmouth, a danger to the constitution and a buffoon’. ‘Most of us’, Mr Pollard goes on to say, ‘can manage two of the three. Prince Charles is unique in getting a hat-trick.’

_________________________________________

Prince Charles appears to be a man of limited intellect, but to be nonetheless desperate to share the produce of that limited intellect with the rest of the country
_________________________________________
The immediate stimulus for Mr Pollard’s diatribe against the heir apparent is his remarks at the Imperial College (London) Diabetes Centre in Abu Dhabi while watching a group of children choose from a selection of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ snacks for their school packed lunches. Talking to Nadine Tayara, a nutritionist at the centre, he asked her: ‘Have you got anywhere with McDonald’s? Have you tried getting it banned? That’s the key.’ 

A McDonald’s spokeswoman later said that Charles’s remark was ‘disappointing’. Other members of his family had visited the fast-food chain, she said, and ‘have probably got a more up-to-date picture of us.’

As it happens, Mr Pollard gleefully informs us, one of Charles’s own products, a Duchy Originals original Cornish pasty, has more calories in it than a Big Mac. 

‘Whether it’s the supposedly deplorable state of modern architecture (a matter of taste), the efficacy of alternative medicine (voodoo, not science) or the superiority of organic produce (an assertion with no evidential basis), Prince Charles appears to be a man of limited intellect, but to be nonetheless desperate to share the produce of that limited intellect with the rest of the country’.

And Mr Pollard ends his piece with the following advice:

‘His job is to keep shtoom like his mother has done for 81 years. And if he doesn’t like it, there is a simple solution. Stop being HRH, stop being heir to the throne and join the real world. Step forward Charles Windsor, La-La-Land Party candidate and rent-a-quote pundit.’

NOT ONE OF US

I suppose this issue’s award for being ‘Not One of Us’ should go to the Prince of Wales for reasons that are well expressed by Mr Pollard.

I was once recruited to play the part of Prince Charles (he had yet to become the Prince of Wales). The occasion was our neighbourhood pageant to celebrate his mother’s coronation in 1953. I have no memory of this (only a photograph) but I do remember that shortly afterwards, every Friday I used to take 2s 6d (half a crown) to school in exchange for a savings stamp which bore the chubby-cheeked face of the infant Prince. 

That was a long time ago. Recently he was described in an article in HealthWatch (April 2007) as ‘Unelected, Opinionated and Inviolate’. This was following Channel 4’s documentary on 12.3.07 entitled ‘Charles the Meddling Prince’. The programme (which, in fairness, has to be said was rather one-sided and I don’t believe he is really a danger to the constitution) chartered the Charles’s ‘38 year campaign of intervention with government’. He is the most influential propagandist for the Alternative Medicine Industry and has consistently lobbied for more taxpayers’ money to be available for the employment of alternative therapists in our National Health Service.

(Readers from abroad please note this. The Prince has over the years inundated government departments with his letters, drawing attention to matters that he feels are important and expressing his views about what should be done. He represents our Head of Sate on many occasions and will become our Head of State on the death of the Queen. Yet the British people are not allowed to know the content of his letters! So much for democratic government.)

Now he may be no duller a person than I am. But he is dull! OK, like many public figures, in private he may be a different person (just as right now people are saying the same of the dour Gordon Brown). But the more you hear from him the more desperately dull he seems. If only he would just shut up!

Note from the Editor: Readers are invited to send extracts from newspapers, magazines, etc. in which the writer gives a readable sceptical critique of a topic of interest to members of ASKE or, conversely, in which the person hasn’t a clue what he or she is talking about.

( Call for Contributions

If you have attended a conference or presentation, watched a programme, or read an article or book that would be of interest to readers, why not write a review of this, however brief, for the Sceptical Adversaria or the Skeptical Intelligencer?  Or would you like to take over one of the regular features in the Adversaria?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

STRANGE BUT NOT PARANORMAL
By ‘Swiftsure’

T

he following is another example of how critical thinking (or just common sense) cannot convince some people that there might be ordinary explanations for what at first might seem to be extraordinary events.
I own a small business and above my shop I have a two-storey maisonette which I used to rent out. In recent years I have preferred to use the property for storage, although it is still fully furnished in case I want to rent it out in the future.
Here is the strange thing: I went into the property one day and noticed that a small object appeared to have been moved from where I had left it previously. Odd, I thought, but I could easily have been mistaken. However, a week or so later something else seemed to have been moved. And over the following weeks, other things came to be in places other than where they should have been. As the time went on I was becoming more concerned about this because there was no obvious way that this could be happening. I even began taking digital photographs to compare the layout of each room whenever I returned to check things out. Significantly, nothing was being taken, so there was no theft going on. In fact, what was happening seemed to have all the hallmarks of some strange kind of poltergeist activity. There was no clear pattern to these events (this did not happen every Saturday, for example) and the apparently random times of these happenings did not allow me to predict or prepare to be there when these strange anomalies occurred.
So how to solve the problem? I reasoned that this could not have been a prank by any previous tenants who might have had duplicate keys made, because there are three deadlocks on the entrance door, but I only supplied tenants with two keys. The third lock was left open so that when the property was vacated no one except me would have the third key, and therefore no one else would have access. The only other way I could think of that would allow anyone to get into the property would be with the spare set of keys that I kept in the back shop. But this would mean that one of my staff would have to be the culprit. Could this be possible?
A few months earlier, I did fire one of the staff because this person, whom I had previously thought to be completely trustworthy, turned out not to be. Although it seemed unlikely, I had to wonder whether it was possible that this person had somehow managed to ‘borrow’ the keys and have a spare set made. Perhaps playing some kind of mind games was a way to get revenge for being fired? 

_________________________________________

I simply could not convince them that strange events do not require paranormal explanations.
_________________________________________
Anyway, my point of view was that this was a physical rather than paranormal problem, and so I purchased a new lock and replaced one of the existing locks on the entrance door. Guess what? Nothing unusual has happened since then. Presumably a mere change of lock would not stop a determined ghost/poltergeist or whatever, but it sure will stop someone who does not have the right key.
I would not regard this story in itself to be very startling – finding a problem and then solving it – but let me tell you what happened later. One evening I was in a discussion with a group of people who were talking about ghosts and other paranormal piffle. I thought it might be interesting to see their reaction to my own story, and so I retold it with as much drama as I could muster, finally delivering the less-than-paranormal, and rather mundane solution. Unfortunately, they seized on the ‘mysterious’ happenings as evidence of a paranormal event, and my solution to the problem as evidence that I do not understand the nature of paranormal activity. I simply could not convince them that strange events do not require paranormal explanations. And since then I have had the same response whenever I have told others the same story.
I suppose I will be quoted later by some of these people as the un-named ‘friend of a friend’ who suffered inexplicable poltergeist hauntings (minus the actual outcome), and the usual ‘How do you explain that’ scenarios.
If nothing else, I think this story at least illustrates the fact that some people’s minds are as securely closed as my front door now is.

Editor’s note: ‘Swiftsure’ is the pseudonym of an ASKE member.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

SKEPTICS’ CORNER
Scientists and Faith

A

SKE member Max Blumberg recently posted the following on the ASKE email discussion network. No responses were forthcoming and I therefore emailed his contribution to the wider membership. Following Max’s piece are the rejoinders that I received from several members.
From Max Blumberg

I was chatting with a bible-bashing friend the other day, but one with a degree in theology and science and so someone who at least vaguely understands the sceptical position (even if he does have the odd god psychosis). 

Anyway, he says sceptics are worse than the people we criticise (‘believers’) because we have as much faith in our tools of trade (rationality, induction, etc.) as he has faith in god. 

What’s more he points out, and this was interesting, scientists create greater barriers to entry for their profession so that you have to make a great investment to get the label. 

Now social psychologists and philosophers like Thomas Kuhn have shown often enough that the more people invest in something (like learning), the more likely they are to defend it, not admit that it is wrong, and not go back to question its fundamental tenets (if they remember them – anyone here remember the first-year principles of their respective disciplines?). 

But this is very much like believers in the camps we criticise and question. They too invest in their courses of astrology, homeopathy or religion and once they’ve made that investment they are most unlikely to change their views because of the scale of their investment, just like us. What’s more, I propose that the investment required by scientists to get that qualifications is probably greater than that required by most believers in their various disciplines and therefore we, as sceptical scientists, are less likely to reconsider flaws in our positions than they are. So why the hell do we expect them to?

Ah I hear you say. But our scientific discipline is based on rationality and systematic inductive process whereas theirs is non-evidence-based. You know, I used to believe that until I studied statistics formally (over and above what was required to qualify in science) – I mean here heavy stuff like multinomial logistical regression, multilevel modelling and its associated differential calculus underpinnings. 

_________________________________________

We, as sceptical scientists, are as unquestioning in some areas as many of the believers whose claims we test and ridicule.
_________________________________________
It’s my experience that most scientists don’t have a clue about these mathematical assumptions underpinning the statistical methods they use daily to prove believers’ claims wrong. And the thing is, the mathematical community constantly criticise the validity of the statistical assumptions used by sceptics because many are debatable. They criticise them to the same extent that we sceptics question the validity of the effect of planetary movements on human behaviour, the extent to which homeopathic substances can really relieve medical symptoms, and whether psychics can predict cards.

In summary, we as sceptical scientists are as unquestioning in some areas as many of the believers whose claims we test and ridicule.

---0---

From Dave Rogers.

Science and faith

Claim: 

‘…sceptics are worse than the people we criticise (‘believers’) because we have as much faith in our tools of trade (rationality, induction, etc.) as he has faith in god.’

Response:

Science is not dependent on any single tool of the trade; it has multiple tools which can be used to verify each other. Some of these may involve a degree of faith, for example the faith that a theory is more likely to be right if it is mathematically more beautiful - not a hard and fast rule, but it has often been a good guide in the past, so it seems not unreasonable to have faith that it will apply in the future. It can also be useful for scientists to have the faith to follow their intuition or hunches in the hope that they might lead somewhere ... or the faith to not give up too easily on an idea even if it doesn’t seem to be working at the moment. However, regardless of how much faith has been involved in creating a scientific idea, sooner or later it must be subjected to one of the most important tools of the scientific trade - experiment. And not just ‘an experiment’ in the singular. To be accepted by science, experiments must be repeatable, consistent, and open to replication by scientists other than the original experimenter.

Richard Feynman wrote, ‘If it disagrees with experiment it is wrong. In that simple statement is the key to science. It does not make any difference how beautiful your guess is. It does not make any difference how smart you are, or who made the guess... if it disagrees with experiment it is wrong.’

Since physical reality exists independently of faith, any scientific theory that has been shown by experiment to be commensurate with that reality also exists without faith. (Paranormalists of course will tend to say ‘whose reality?’ or ‘we each make our own reality’.  However I think we can safely assume that Mount Everest and the Moon, for example, still exist when no one is looking at them - although even there some will disagree!)

Science is also an interlocking whole within which different disciplines can support each other, whereas in Religion different faiths often flatly contradict each other - one only has to look at the hundreds of totally different Creation myths.

Also in science, NEW ‘tools’ can appear at any time and it cannot be predicted in advance what they are. These new tools can, and will, be used to challenge the results gained from the previously available set of tools. Evolution is a good example. Evidence for evolution accumulated over many years through several lines of enquiry involving several different scientific disciplines - the study of the fossil record, which showed changes in the living world over time, and which involved Geology, and Physics for radioisotope dating; Comparative Anatomy and Comparative Bio-chemistry, which showed patterns in the relatedness of species; and the study of current geographical distribution of species, providing another line of evidence. Then along came an entirely new tool - Genetics - and lo and behold, this new discipline, independently of all the previous methods, provided confirmatory evidence. Genetic evidence is now among the strongest of any evidence for evolution, a prime example being shared Endogenous Retroviruses between humans and related species.  

_________________________________________

With rare exceptions, scientific progress comes from those who are familiar with existing science.
_________________________________________
Bear in mind that Genetics was a brand new tool. It was something that was totally unknown in Darwin’s day. The new evidence that it produced could have completely contradicted the previous evidence and falsified the theory of evolution. Instead it confirmed it. How many different independent sets of supporting evidence does a theory need before ‘faith’ is no longer an issue?

Barriers to entry into science
Claim

‘...scientists create greater barriers to entry for their profession so that you have to make a great investment to get the label’.

Response:

Barriers to entry into science serve useful purposes:-

1. Progress

It is not by chance that the space shuttle was invented long after the steam engine. Science progresses by sequentially building upon what is already known. It needs to build up, level by level, to reach points where new things become feasible; it expands into what Stuart Kauffman calls ‘The Adjacent Possible’. So, it is generally a good idea for scientists to learn what is already known, and to show that they have done so by obtaining qualification. The investment pays off in new discoveries, theories, inventions and technology. 

With rare exceptions, scientific progress comes from those who are familiar with existing science. For example, it was his investment in learning the previous work of Galileo and Maxwell that put Einstein into a position where he was able to make his major discoveries.  

2. Safety

There can be harmful consequences in allowing non-qualified individuals to practice science. Engineers for example will need to have acquired reliable scientific knowledge if they are to avoid designing dangerous structures or products.

Paranormalists may claim that the same applies their field. For example, it could be said that an ‘unqualified’ Astrologer could give out the wrong information to clients, who could then act upon that information with harmful consequences. However, it has been demonstrated in many studies that the supposedly personalised information obtained by professional astrologers is no better than random.

In a study by Carlson, professional astrologers were asked to interpret natal charts for 116 unseen clients. The result was that they could correctly match only one in three natal charts with the proper personality profile, the same proportion predicted by chance. Note that Carlson’s research involved ‘30 American and European astrologers considered by their peers to be among the best practitioners of their art.’ In other words, the most professionally qualified. (See:

<http://psychicinvestigator.com/demo/AstroSkc.htm>)

So, an astrologer being accredited with qualifications makes NO difference to the safety of his or her clients. The information given out is no better than random. 

Another illustration of this, albeit in the less professional area of ‘sun sign’ astrology, was given by James Randi; Working under an alias, Randi ‘wrote’ a weekly astrological column for a newspaper by randomly shuffling the contents of previous columns. Far from losing his readers, some congratulated him on his accuracy!

Similar arguments could be made for Homeopathy. It is obviously dangerous for an unqualified doctor to prescribe drugs, whereas both qualified and unqualified homeopaths can only prescribe preparations that have no active ingredient or proven biological activity, and can therefore do no harm. 

So, unlike in Science, ‘barriers to entry’ into paranormal fields such as Astrology and Homeopathy do not serve any purpose regarding safety.

_________________________________________

Randi ‘wrote’ a weekly astrological column for a newspaper by randomly shuffling the contents of previous columns. Far from losing his readers, some congratulated him on his accuracy!
_________________________________________
3. Resources

Employing unqualified individuals can waste time, money and resources. It would be foolish, for example, to entrust the complex gravitational calculations for sending a multi-billion-dollar space probe to Saturn to someone who had not clearly shown that they are competent in Orbital Mechanics. NASA might have saved a little money in the short term by employing a cheap unqualified crankpot who told them that ‘Newton was wrong but science won’t admit it’. Fortunately, NASA invested in qualified scientists, who had themselves invested in learning celestial mechanics, with the result that the Cassini-Huygens probe navigated multiple gravitational slingshot manoeuvres and a 3.5 billion kilometre journey to successfully reach its target and greatly extend our knowledge of the solar system.

The same of course applies to those who designed and built the various parts of the above-mentioned probe. In any team effort, one unqualified incompetent among otherwise qualified people can result in the efforts of the whole team being wasted. Barriers to entry into science are a safeguard against this.

4. Communication

Scientists should be able to communicate clearly and unambiguously with other scientists. To this end they need to learn the language, terms and standards of science. This is indeed a ‘barrier to entry’, and can require considerable investment of time and energy. However, the initial investment in learning scientific terms and standards more than pays off for the rest of a person’s career in reducing barriers to communication between themselves and everyone they work with.

Scientific language is not, as some see it, about using jargon to exclude outsiders, it is about defining commonly-agreed terms to facilitate clear, precise, unambiguous communication and documentation.

Compare this to the paranormal field, where words can mean more or less anything you want them to! I have spent a considerable amount of time chatting with paranormalists, and I have yet to find ANY who can actually define the words they use, especially those words such as ‘energy’, ‘resonance’, and ‘dimensions’, without which they would be totally lost. Quite incredibly I was once accused by a group of paranormalists of ‘acting like a fussy schoolteacher’ when I pointed out that they were using the words ‘fractal’ and ‘holographic’ to mean the same thing!!!  They proudly claimed that they were ‘free thinkers’. What that really meant of course was that the words they used were ‘free’ of any useful meaning!

Precise communication in science is also important in regard to the necessity, mentioned earlier, of reproducing experiments; scientists must be able to precisely describe experiments so that others can accurately duplicate and verify them, or improve on them. By contrast, experiments in the paranormal field are generally never duplicated.
Those outside of science may also not realise that the ‘fancy names’ used by scientists carry within them useful information; so for example from just knowing the name of a chemical, in standard format, a chemist can know the elements it is composed of, their proportions, the type of bonds between them and some of the physical properties. Similarly, the standard Linnean classification system for plants and animals not only avoids confusion by giving every biologist around the world a specific, unique identifier for each organism; it also embeds within each name information on the organism’s place in the hierarchy of living things. Stephen Jay Gould wrote, ‘Taxonomy (the science of classification) is often undervalued as a glorified form of filing - with each species in its prescribed place in an album; but taxonomy is a fundamental and dynamic science, dedicated to exploring the causes of relationships and similarities among organisms. Classifications are theories about the basis of natural order, not dull catalogues compiled only to avoid chaos.’ 

_________________________________________

There are no absolute barriers to entry into science. Anyone can do science if they wish, and their results will be accepted by science, as long as they can provide good supporting evidence.
_________________________________________
By contrast, the information embedded within names in Astrology is meaningless, since it depends on arbitrary assignations by ancients, and also varies between different cultures. So for example the astrological attributes of the word ‘Mars’ are due to the fact that the only thing the ancients really knew about the planet was that it looked a bit reddish. So in ‘medical astrology’ Mars is said to be the primary ruler of the red blood cells ... in ‘herbal astrology’ they will say that physical characteristics of hawthorn are ‘imbued with fiery Martian qualities’ because it’s ripe fruit berries are blood red in colour. Not very convincing!

5. Finally, there are no absolute barriers to entry into science. Anyone can do science if they wish, and their results will be accepted by science, as long as they can provide good supporting evidence.

Resistance to Change

Claim:

‘...social psychologists and philosophers like Thomas Kuhn have shown often enough that the more people invest in something (like learning), the more likely they are to defend it, not admit that it is wrong.’

Response:

Science will admit it is wrong when there is sufficient evidence. Science will turn on a dime if given a good enough reason to do so. 

Science defends previous science NOT because it will ‘not admit it is wrong’, but because progress is most often made by NOT throwing out ideas that are known to be correct. Using and building upon proven theories is sensible and productive, it is not a case of ‘clinging to old ideas’. A good example of this is Einstein’s relativity. 

_________________________________________

What Einstein precisely did NOT do was to claim that the proven laws of physics that preceded him were wrong.
_________________________________________
As was mentioned earlier, Einstein was well acquainted with the work of Galileo and Maxwell. Galileo, through his work on motion, set up the basic principles of relativity, some 300 years before Einstein. Galilean Relativity maintained that the laws of physics should be the same for all observers, even if they are moving (in a straight line and at constant speed). Maxwell unified the electric and magnetic forces into a single mathematical theory, which predicted that a moving electric charge will create a changing magnetic field, which will in turn produce a changing electric field, and so on, resulting in the combined disturbances moving outwards as an electro/magnetic wave. The equations predicted that these waves would always travel at a specific velocity, which turned out to be in agreement with the measured speed of light, showing that light is an electromagnetic wave.
Now, Einstein applied Galileo’s relativity principle to Maxwell’s electromagnetic theory, and realised that if he were travelling alongside an electromagnetic wave at near light speed, it would, relative to him, appear to be moving very slowly. This conflicted with Maxwell’s law that an electromagnetic wave must always be measured as travelling at light speed, by any observer. Einstein was faced with either giving up Galilean relativity OR giving up Maxwell’s theory of electromagnetic waves. 

He gave up NEITHER. He changed the basic properties of space and time to accommodate both of the previous principles: time and space themselves would adjust to allow the speed of electromagnetic waves to appear the same to all observers regardless of their relative motion.

Einstein’s respect for established science pushed him into finding a way for the previous theories to remain true within an altered view of time and space.

Compare this to the typical paranormalist’s disdain for previous science, which they like to label ‘outdated’ and are always itching to reject so that they can substitute their own.

The following is from Fear of Physics by Lawrence Krauss, Professor of Physics and Astronomy at Case Western Reserve University:-

‘Perhaps the greatest modern misconception about science is that scientific ‘revolutions’ do away with all that has gone before. Thus, one might imagine that physics before Einstein is no longer correct. Not so [..] the motion of a ball dropped from my hand will be described by Newton’s Laws... no new law of physics will ever make the ball fall up! One of the most satisfying aspects of physics is that new discoveries must agree with what is already known to be correct.’

‘...for anyone who has wanted to use the claim that ‘they said Einstein was crazy too!’ to validate his or her own ideas:- What Einstein precisely did NOT do was to claim that the proven laws of physics that preceded him were wrong. Rather he showed that they implied something that hadn’t before been appreciated’. 

_________________________________________

There is no rule in science against questioning anything, even first principles. All theories are continuously open to falsification.
_________________________________________
So, if the Einsteinian revolution did not ‘overturn’ the theories of Galileo and Maxwell, did they prove Newton wrong? Well only partially. Newton’s laws of motion are actually contained, as special cases, within Einstein’s laws. At any speed that is not an appreciable fraction of light-speed the two sets of laws give indistinguishable results. It is only as light speed is approached that Einstein’s laws become more accurate.

Roger Penrose, Professor of Mathematics at Oxford and collaborator with Stephen Hawking, says the following in his book Shadows of the Mind:- 

‘...and lest the reader think that the ‘overthrowing’ of earlier idea of physics, such as Newton’s theory, invalidates the appropriateness of those earlier ideas, I should make clear that this is NOT SO. The older ideas, when they are good enough, such as those of Galileo and Newton, still survive, and have their place within the newer scheme.’
Further claims

Claim

‘...the more people invest in something (like learning), the more likely they are to [..] not go back to question its fundamental tenets (if they remember them – anyone here remember the first year principles of their respective disciplines?).’

Response
There is no rule in science against questioning anything, even first principles. All theories are continuously open to falsification. The questioner will meet resistance of course, and will be asked to provide evidence, but that is the way it should be. Resistance to change in science acts as a quality filter: only the best ideas get through. What science will not do to doubters is impose a fatwa, imprison or behead them. 

Claim:

‘...I propose that the investment required by scientists to get that qualification is probably greater than that required by most believers in their various disciplines and therefore, we as sceptical scientists are less likely to reconsider flaws in our positions than they are.

Response

That is actually a compliment to science. More investment is needed to qualify in science because it contains more facts, more knowledge, requires more understanding, more intelligence, and more discipline than paranormal subjects (particularly more discipline!).

---0---

From ‘Swiftsure’

Are Sceptics Too Self-Assured?

Max Blumberg’s recent comments about the possibility that sceptical scientists are ‘as unquestioning in some areas as many of the believers whose claims we test and ridicule’ raises some interesting points. I think it is quite fair for him to remind us all that we should not become complacent about our own abilities – or even motivations -- to question our beliefs or the beliefs of others, simply assuming that our own sceptical point of view is unassailable.

But is scepticism a faith position as some people claim? Like Max, I know a number of people who are deeply religious and who undoubtedly have unwavering faith in their particular god. They also accuse me of having faith; in fact I have been told by some of them that it takes more faith to believe in evolution, for example, than it does to believe in God. My response, however, is straightforward: to believe in evolution I do not require faith, I require evidence – which is abundantly available. 

What constitutes evidence, though? The religious person says, ‘Look at the world with all of its diversity. It is such a complex and beautiful place that is consistent with having been designed, therefore it must have had a creator and that creator is God’. The sceptic says, ‘I agree that the world is a complex and beautiful place, but its existence is consistent with the laws of physics and a creator is not necessary, therefore God does not exist.’

Evidence is the key. When I have asked believers what it would take to convince them that God does not exist, or that psychics are not real, or that alternative medicine is pseudoscientific nonsense, the answers are unanimous: ‘Nothing will ever change my belief.’ Some even make the claim, ‘I can’t be fooled.’ But when I am asked what it would take to convince me of the existence of God or any other faith-based enterprise, my answer is simple: ‘Show me the proof.’ If such proof could be provided then the existence of God would be a matter of fact, and faith would be unnecessary; indeed it would then be foolish to continue to deny the existence of God, knowing that unbelief would consign such heretics to hell.

_________________________________________

It is certainly true that no-one practising astrology, homeopathy, acupuncture, etc., is going to try to prove that any aspect of what they do is wrong.

_________________________________________
In the meantime, is it reasonable to reject science? At least the results of science are tangible: we have electricity, running water, transport, the internet and a host of other things we accept with little thought. Because science has brought such self-evident benefits, I would not claim to have faith in science, but I would say that I trust science.

Having said that, do I trust scientists? On the whole, my answer is ‘yes’, although I understand Max Blumberg’s allusion to the possibility that some scientists, like ‘believers’, can become so wrapped up in their own self-satisfaction that they might become as inflexible in their outlook as the people they criticise. But this is nothing new. All trades and professions are in a similar position. Doctors, plumbers, TV repairmen and many others undergo training in their particular field, and then join their relevant professional body. Each maintains a certain mystique, and it is impossible to gain entry into any of those exclusive clubs without the right credentials. A lot of effort is invested by each of those people, and they therefore feel entitled to regard themselves as members of a particular elite group. Then again, so does everyone else in their own way: one person might glory in the fact that he has an encyclopaedic knowledge of the history of British soccer, but may not be able to change an electrical fuse if his lights went out. Similarly a scientist who has vast knowledge of particle physics might be useless in a pub quiz.

Social psychologists have known for decades that the more effort a person has to put in to gain entry to his or her particular field, the less likely they are to seriously question what they are doing when they get there. Psychoanalysts, for example, undergo extensive analysis themselves as part of their training in pseudoscience, so it is hardly surprising that they will defend it to the hilt, even though there is no empirical evidence that psychoanalysis is any more effective than crystal therapy or any other new age nonsense for curing people’s ills.

It is certainly true that no one practising astrology, homeopathy, acupuncture, etc. is going to try to prove that any aspect of what they do is wrong. On the contrary, we are constantly assailed with anecdotes masquerading as evidence that miraculous cures are commonplace. None of the believers, however, produces a list of their failures for comparison.

Within the scientific community, however, challenges to established theories are not entirely uncommon. The Piltdown hoax, for example, was exposed by scientists themselves; but what examples are there of astrologers, say, challenging anything within their own so-called discipline? Or consider Alfred Wegener and his idea of continental drift that he first proposed in 1912. It was not taken seriously because he could not offer a plausible mechanism for continental drift. But as observations built up over the following decades, it became apparent that he was right and we now accept plate tectonics as a fact: it is observable and testable.

_________________________________________

Science, it seems, is our only hope for progress.

_________________________________________

Science, it seems, is our only hope for progress. At least science has rigorous procedures to test hypotheses, and a system of peer review. Even then, a scientific experiment has to be replicable by other researchers before it is even then given tentative acceptance. And it could be some time before it becomes part of mainstream science. Overall, science can be trusted, but can the scientists themselves? 

Unfortunately, it is true that some scientists have manipulated test results, resorted to outright fraud, or even just been careless or even incompetent. But at least, unlike astrology, homeopathy and the rest, science is necessarily self-correcting: which scientist would not like to win a Nobel Prize by proving that a standard scientific paradigm is wrong?

There is the possibility that individual scientists can become so fixated with their own pet hypotheses that they are unable to consider the possibility that they might actually be wrong. They might also fall prey to confirmation bias and many other fallacies that reinforce their mistakes. But fortunately, confirmation bias, ad hoc hypotheses and the other falsehoods that are the stock in trade of the pseudoscientist are no use within true science. The history of science demonstrates more than adequately that mistakes – and even fraud – in science have a limited lifespan.

To put it bluntly: pseudoscience and metaphysical practitioners live in a world of unquestioning acceptance of their beliefs; scientists live in a world where they have to question their beliefs before others accept them.

It would be unrealistic to assume that scientists are in some way immune from ordinary human nature – they are not perfect. What we need –and have – are sceptics. 

There are no such people within the pseudoscientific or paranormalist world, but they are a fact of life and it is essential that they are there to prevent everyone else from becoming steeped in their own complacency. If something doesn’t sound right, the sceptics demand evidence, and the onus is on the claimant to provide that evidence.

Although Max Blumberg is concerned that scientists can be too unquestioning sometimes, I think that as the sceptical movement continues to grow, scientists and pseudoscientists will continue to be challenged. I am optimistic that we have the healthy scepticism needed to ensure that science can increase our knowledge, and that the ignorance promoted by pseudoscience can – eventually – be consigned to the dustbin of history. 

---0---

From Jerad Zimmermann
Max,

I see your friend’s point and while it may be true that individual scientists and sceptics have just as much ‘faith’ in their beliefs as dogmatic Christians or Muslims and that they have just as hard a time changing their minds, I don’t think the same thing can be said for the whole discipline of science. Sometimes it does take a passing of the old guard to get new ideas into the mainstream of science but the new paradigms are substantiated and repeatable just like the old ones. There are too many young guns who are looking for a way to prove themselves by discarding an icon of the establishment for a true new concept to be kept out for long.

I think it’s hard for people from outside the scientific community to realise and understand that the way science is done is through intense scrutiny and criticism. New ideas which have been vetted by the formal (and informal) peer review process have been examined by a large number of people before they are ever put down in a textbook or article for the general reader. You have to have a very thick skin if you’re going to toss an idea out for your colleagues to consider. If you rely too much on notions that are not firmly established you will be shot down gleefully. This is why ‘faith’, in the end, has nothing to do with it. Some of us do have to have faith in the process as it’s not possible to repeat every experiment until everyone agrees. 

_________________________________________

The discipline itself keeps science from falling into the traps that all other ‘ways of knowing’ get stuck in.
_________________________________________
Two other points I’d like to make: the bar may be higher for scientists because the whole point is NOT to continually reinvent the wheel; we want to make progress and, as the questions get harder and harder, it takes longer and longer to learn what’s already known. Theologians are continually going over the same data trying to find new approaches (or just reiterating the same old explanations) whereas science is accumulating (and attempting to explain) new data. The other point is that the mistakes and dead ends are never found by those outside of science; they are found by the people who have learned the knowledge base, can think critically about claims, and take the time to try and duplicate results AND who have open minds so as to consider that something sounding far-fetched is at least worth checking out.

Look, we’re human beings; we make mistakes, we have our pet theories, we can be very dogmatic. But the discipline itself keeps science from falling into the traps that all other ‘ways of knowing’ get stuck in. While individuals may look for the data to support their theory, science has much less selection bias than other disciplines.

PS And not all claims require confidence intervals and margins of error to be established. Statistics is a tool to help make decisions; when the questions get complicated so do the statistics.

---0---

From Dave Unsworth
Re Max’s note, I find it very useful and interesting.

First impressions are that the idea of reality (as opposed to how we might approach the same - ontology vs. epistemology) seems to have dropped out of the picture. Kuhn (and Popper) always seemed to me to back off from asserting that our deliberations only make sense if there is a reality which underpins them (i.e. they are an accurate model of the world which exists independently of us). From my (distant) studies I seem to recall Wittgenstein commenting that whilst it makes sense to doubt anything, it does not make sense to doubt everything. So, the question is, what notion best underpins our experience and reasoning about the world? This is different from the psychological and sociological (and perfectly legitimate) questions about vested interests in one’s studies and pay packet.

Now, this leaves open to debate the questions (1) how our experience maps (or fails to match) to the world and (2) how, if ever, we can show our view to be more accurate (useful?) than that of those who do not take a sceptics position.

A starter for ten?

---0---

From Wayne Parker
I have no scientific qualifications but would like to comment on the article.

Scientists have down the centuries admitted they have been wrong. Have any theologians, astrologers etc.? Surely statistics are just one tool and much more proof is needed to prove or disprove any theory.

No doubt some scientists may have been unquestioning in their pet theories but other scientists have been quick to argue and prove them wrong.

---0---

From Steve Dulson
An interesting point and a view which I have some sympathy with. However, science is a very different thing from some of the dodgy ‘ologies’ in common usage - theology and astrology spring to mind (neither of which have anything to do with science and so any rational argument ends up being at cross purposes).

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

OF INTEREST

‘Medicine Man’ found dead on

boat in America

The above was the heading of an article in the Rossendale Free Press on 8.6.07, relating yet another instalment in the story of ‘Mrs L’ which was described in the June 2006 edition of the Skeptical Adversaria. Readers may recall that Mrs L was diagnosed with cancer of the colon and liver, but declined conventional treatment for an intensive course of alternative therapy administered by her estranged husband. Mrs L died and, following police enquires, a file was sent to the Crown Prosecution Service to consider whether Mr L (actual name Alain-Denis LeMaster) should face any charges. As announced in the last Newsletter, the CPS eventually announced that no further action would be taken.
The latest article reports that Mr LeMaster himself has now died. He had a heart attack on board his boat in California. A post mortem examination found that he was suffering from heart disease. According to the article, Mr LeMaster called himself ‘doctor’ and claimed to be a chiropractor. It is also revealed that he was being investigated by the West Yorkshire Police at the time of his death.

13th European Skeptics Congress
This year, for the first time, the congress will be held in Dublin, hosted by the Irish Skeptics Society. It will run from Friday, September 7th to Sunday, September 9th at the Davenport Hotel in Dublin. The theme will be The Assault on Science: Constructing a response. See the Irish Skeptics website:

http://www.irishskeptics.net/

APRU, Goldsmiths College  

We have two messages from Chris French, ASKE member and Professor at the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit at Goldsmiths College, London.

Hi All,

Mark Williams has recently added in a new link to our home page (thanks, Mark!):

<http://www.goldsmiths.ac.uk/apru/>

If you click on the link ‘Our course’ on the left of the homepage, you will be taken to a page that gives simple instructions on how to navigate to the page on learn.gold (Goldsmiths’ ‘virtual learning environment’) which provides details of my third year option on Anomalistic Psychology. Use the ‘Full directions’ instructions (although the ‘Quick directions’ worked yesterday, they don’t seem to working today - we’ll delete them!). You don’t need a password, just log on as a guest. There you will find full details of the course, including reading lists and handouts that you may find useful if you have an interest in any of the topics covered.

Most of the actual handouts will need updating over the summer (another job on my ‘to do’ list!) but the basic content will remain essentially unchanged.

Note to Internet Explorer users: If you attempt to download handouts, etc, Explorer (as a security measure) will block the download until you approve it. Click on the yellow bar near the top of the screen to proceed with download). 

Cheers,

Chris

NB: The Psychology of the Paranormal E-mail Network is run by members of the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit, Goldsmiths College.

If you would like to suggest an appropriate announcement please email Chris French (c.french@gold.ac.uk).

---0---

And now for Chris’s second message:

Hi All,

Annalisa Ventola has asked me to forward this message to you all.

Best wishes,

Chris

----------------------------

Dear Fellow Researchers,

Recently, Alex Tsakiris (host of Skeptiko) and myself launched a new website called OpenSourceScience:

<www.opensourcescience.net>

The purpose of the site is to underwrite scientifically rigorous replications of experiments that contribute to an improved understanding of human consciousness. The site provides a public space for managing these replications in a way that provides open access to all phases of the research process. OpenSourceScience has several grants available to researchers who are interested in replicating the studies that we examine. We are encouraging collaboration from people in the scientific community on all sides of the psi debate.

We are launching the site with an examination of the studies of Dr. Rupert Sheldrake and Dr. Richard Wiseman on the phenomenon of ‘dogs that know when their owners are coming home’. If you peruse the site, you will find several pages that I have set up for a close examination of the methods and statistics used in these studies. There has been a lot of debate about this research, and we’d like to bring together as many people as possible to chart a productive course forward.

_________________________________________

Please stop by and take a tour of <www.opensourcescience.net>.
_________________________________________
Site visitors will need to create a user account in order to offer their input. Click on the ‘create an account’ button in the top right hand corner of the page. After that, you will be able to offer your input anywhere you see a discussion tab or an edit link. I hope that members of the sceptical community will take a keen interest in participating in this site, whether you’d like to submit a grant proposal or just take part in the discussion. The Sheldrake/Wiseman studies are just the beginning for OpenSourceScience. We plan to examine more studies in the future, and welcome your suggestions for future replications.  Please stop by and take a tour: 

<www.opensourcescience.net>.

Thank you for your attention,

Annalisa Ventola

<www.publicparapsychology.org>

<annalisa@publicparapsychology.org>

Sceptics in the Pub

Skeptics in the Pub meets (usually) on the third Thursday of every month starting at 7.30 pm at The Old Kings Head, Borough High Street, London, SE1 1NA. A £2 donation is requested to cover the guest speaker’s travelling expenses and sundries. Sandwiches and chips are provided at about 7.00pm on a first-come, first-served basis. Non-sceptics are welcome. Turn up at any time during the evening. 

19 July: Timothy Good
Need to Know: UFOs, the Military and 

Intelligence
30th August 2007: Victor Stenger

God: The Failed Hypothesis
For further information on these talks go to the SitP website:

<http://www.skeptic.org.uk/pub/>

To access the SitP Forum, where regulars exchange views and ideas about the talks (and scepticism generally) go to:

<http://skeptic.org.uk/forums/viewtopic.php?p=1979#1979> 

Creationism
Many thanks to ASKE member Dave McKeegan for the following information.

Anyone who signed the Downing St e-petition deploring the rise of creationism in UK schools will have received this official response now:

<http://www.number-10.gov.uk/output/Page12021.asp>

The significant and interesting part is here:

‘Students learn about scientific theories as established bodies of scientific knowledge with extensive supporting evidence, and how evidence can form the basis for experimentation to test hypotheses. In this context, the Government would expect teachers to answer pupils’ questions about creationism, intelligent design, and other religious beliefs within this scientific framework.

‘We will be publishing guidance for schools on the way creationism and intelligent design relate to science teaching. It will be possible to ensure that the weight of scientific opinion is properly presented. The guidance will be available on the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority website in due course’. 

LOGIC AND INTUITION: ANSWER

I

found this puzzle in Eugene P. Northrop’s Riddles in Mathematics: A Book of Paradoxes (Pelican). The answer is as follows.
The lawyer reasons that if he wins his case his former pupil will be obliged to pay him his fee. If he loses, she must pay him also, since she has now won her first case.

In the original puzzle the lawyer is ‘the sophist Protagoras, who lived and taught in the fifth century B.C.’ According to Dr Northrop, ‘The problem….is concerned with the class of all cases to be argued in court by the pupil. Included in the class is the case built round the class itself’.
---------0---------

	About ASKE

ASKE is a society for people from all walks of life who wish to promote rational thinking and enquiry, particularly concerning unusual phenomena, and who are opposed to the proliferation and misuse of irrational and unscientific ideas and practices. This is our quarterly newsletter and we have an annual magazine, the Skeptical Intelligencer. 

To find out more, visit our website (address below).
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